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Desert and Sown: A New Look at an Old Relationship
Abstract
Though explicit pronouncements are difficult to find, the historical literature on the Middle East seems to
be based on the assumption that the large desert areas contain societies and economic systems which
are for the most part autonomous, but which occasionally impinge--sometimes with catastrophic results-on the lusher agricultural and urbanized areas. The deserts are designated by terms equivalent to
"wilderness" and "area of insolence"; they are represented as areas controlled by nomads, who are by
definition opposed to the settled life of cities and agricultural villages. The cities with their agricultural
hinterland represent order and security, while the nomads stand for chaos. Finally, from time to time, the
nomads erupt out of the desert and overrun the good land of the true believers.
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DESERT AND SOWN: A NEW LOOK AT AN OLD RELATIONSHIP
Brian Spooner

Though explicit pronouncements are difficult to find,
the historical literature on the Middle East seems to
be based on the assumption that the large desert areas
contain societies and economic systems which are for
the most part autonomous, but which occasionally im
pinge--sometimes with catastrophic results--on the
lusher agricultural and urbanized areas. The deserts
are designated by terms equivalent to "wilderness" and
"area of insolence"; they are represented as areas con
trolled by nomads, who are by definition opposed to the
settled life of cities and agricultural villages. The
cities with their agricultural hinterland represent or
der and security, while the nomads stand for chaos. Fi
nally, from time to time, the nomads erupt out of the
desert and overrun the good land of the true believers.
This orientation in the historical literature de
rives from two interrelated factors. First, it is a di
rect translation of the indigenous literature which was
written in the cities. Second, Islamic history has un
til very recently been studied exclusively from within
the academic tradition of Oriental Studies, whose im
plicit aim has been to interpret to the West what the
East related about itself in its literature.
The increasing attention which has been paid to Ibn
Khaldun over the last few decades has modified this o
rientation only to the extent that it introduced the
concept of Casabiyya (group feeling) to our apprecia
tion of social organization in the deserts. Toynbee,
though at first he appears simply to be adding detail
and analogy in his discussion of the factors which lead
to nomadic eruptions, actually rejects the conunon uni
lateral explanations of climatic change or sedentary
breakdown and stresses the need to investiga te the sys
temic interrelationships between the two scenes of life,
nomadic and sedentary. ! He is unable to fulfill this
need himself, however, since he is limited once again
by the bounds of his historical data. Finally, Gibb and
Bowen offer a detailed rationalization of the tradition
al (city-oriented) view. 2 For example, the statement

